The purpose of this paper is to discuss the function and multifaceted role of the midwife in Greek culture as portrayed in art. Traditionally, midwifery has been recognized as a female occupation in every civilization and is one of the most ancient sciences or arts. Diachronically, the midwife has always been present during labour in order to help and support the pregnant woman. Midwifery is deeply linked to the very mystery of life and its advent to the world and has always been a well-respected profession. Most ancient Greek writers speak highly of midwives and Socrates himself proudly states that he is the son of a midwife. During Byzantine times the image of the midwife continues to gain respect and recognition. Her position is greatly estimated as deduced by the presence of midwives in Byzantine icons of the nativity of Christ.
children to safely come to the light of life. Midwives have been depicted in art, though rarely, thus gaining a place as an iconographic subject in the History of Art.
Midwifes have been depicted and sculpted in early art. In five columns dealing with obstetrics and gynecology, the Ebers Papyrus, which dates from 1900 to 1550 BCE, attests to the high status of the profession of the midwife. In the Westcar papyrus, dating to 1700 BCE, descriptions of various styles of birth chairs are given as well as instructions regarding the confinement period of the woman who has just given birth. Bas reliefs in the royal birth rooms at Luxor and other temples also indicate the profound presence of midwifery in this civilization 3 . In Greco-Roman antiquity midwifery constituted a well-respected profession and comprised practitioners who were trained both in folk medical traditions and others who were considered physicians 4 (Fig. 2) . History and Society (London: Croom Helm, 1986) Soranus' instructions constituted a sort of textbook for midwives but at the same time, he manifests the great importance of their role and the high social status they enjoyed.
5 Mary R. Lefkowitz and Maureen B. Fant, Women's Life in Greece and Rome (Baltimore, Maryland, 2005), 265 Pliny, another well-known physician from this time, cherished nobility and a quiet, subtle disposition in a midwife 6 .
In both ancient and contemporary Greek 'Maia' is the name for a midwife 7 . Maia (/ˈmeɪ.ə/ or /ˈmaɪ.ə/; Greek: Μαῖα; Latin: Maia), in ancient Greek mythology, is the oldest of the Pleiades, the mother of Hermes (Fig. 3) .
Fig 3
The Pleiades were the sisters of Calypso, Hyas, the Hyades, and the Hesperides. The who were born on Mount Cyllene (Fig. 4) . The Pleiades were nymphs in the train of Artemis and were translated to the night sky as a cluster of stars. Along with the seven Hyades were called the Atlantides, Dodonides, or Nysiades, nursemaids and were teachers to the infant Dionysus. Maia is depicted on a chariot travelling to the (Fig. 5) .
Fig 5
In ancient Greek mythology, the work of the protection of women in labour was assigned to goddess Hera. Hesiod (c. 700 BC) described Eileithyia as a daughter of Hera by Zeus (Theogony 921) 8 . Eileithyia or Ilithyia (/ɪlɪˈθaɪ.ə/; 9 Greek: Εἰλείθυια;,Ἐλεύθυια (Eleuthyia) in Crete, also Ἐλευθία (Eleuthia) or Ἐλυσία (Elysia) in Laconia and Messene, and Ἐλευθώ (Eleuthō) in literature) was the Greek goddess of childbirth and midwifery 10 . It is possible that her cult is related with the cult of Eleusis 11 . Her name means "she who comes to aid" or "relieve" from the Greek word elêluthyia. Her Roman equivalent was Lucina ("Light spreader") or Natio ("Birth"). In art she was depicted as a woman carrying a torch. At times her arms were raised in the air to bring the child to the light of life. In the Orphic Hymn to Prothyraeia, the association of a goddess of childbirth as an epithet of virginal Artemis, making the death-dealing huntress also "she who comes to the aid of women in childbirth," (Graves 1955 15.a.1), would be inexplicable in 545 -535 B.C.E., Eileithyia along with Hera, Aes and Hermes witnesses the birth of Athena and midwives the child with two high raised arms (Fig. 6) . The goddess springs from the head of Zeus who is sitting on a throne sculpted with two horses, holding a scepter in one hand and a lightning-bolt in the other. Hermes is wearing a peaked traveller's cap, a chlamys, "winged" boots, and is holding a herald's wand in his hand.
Hera is standing opposite Maia crowned with a mitra, lifting her hand, while Ares is depicted in his gear as a warrior, holding a shield decorated with the image of a tripod.
In ancient Roman mythology, Maia 13 embodied the concept of growth 14 , as her name was thought to be related to the comparative adjective maius, maior "larger, greater" 15 . The word 'Maia' may also derive from the apocope of the word "μα-τη-ρ=μήτηρ (mother), μα γη= μητέρα γη/ mother earth. Since mothers breastfeed, the midwife was related to the idea of the caretaker and the nurse 16 .
Fig 6
Agnodice (c. 4th century BCE) or Agnodike (Gr. Ἀγνοδίκη) was the first, most likely legendary, midwife or physician mentioned among the ancient Greeks (Fig. 7) . The 13 The month of May (Latin Maius) was supposedly named for Maia.
14 Robert Turcan, The Gods of Ancient Rome: Religion in Everyday Life from Archaic to Imperial Times, Routledge, 2001, p. 70. 15 Initially, Maia may have been a homonym independent of the Greek Maia, whose myths she absorbed through the Hellenization of Latin literature and culture. (Pierre Grimal, The Dictionary of Classical Mythology, Blackwell, 1996 , p. 270 (originally published in French in 1951 Roman author Gaius Julius Hyginus in his Fabulae tells her story and how she studied under Herophilus, a famous Greek physician, in Alexandria and later practiced midwifery and medicine in Athens disguised as a man, since women at the time were not allowed to practice medicine 17 .
Fig 7
Midwives were known by many different titles in antiquity, ranging from iatrinē (Gr. nurse), maia (Gr., midwife), obstetrix (Lat., obstetrician), and medica (Lat., doctor) 18 .
Obstetrix is the Latin word for midwife: it is thought to derive from obstare (to stand before), because the attendant stood in front of the woman to receive the baby. Only in the 20th century did the subject, taught in medical schools, change its name from "midwifery" to "obstetrics," perhaps because a Latin name seemed more academic than the Anglo-Saxon, derived from mid, "with," and wyf, "woman" 19 .
In ancient Rome midwives enjoyed an equally high social and financial status as doctors 20 . One rare such occasion is the case of Salpe of Lemnos, who wrote on women's diseases and was mentioned several times in the works of Pliny 21 .
Remedies offered by midwives to the new mothers were usually strange concoctions made up to heal them. From the Hippocratics, "the urine of men or bulls, tar water, chaste tree (Vitex agnuscastus), pomegranates, cantharides, or castor oil" was a common folk, yet bizarre, mixture utilized for gynecological maladies 22 .
According to Valerie French 23 , Pliny wrote of common medical practices that would today be considered absurd, particularly when applied as an aid of child birth. Among the practices French mentions, are the placing of a hyena's left or right foot on the shoulder of the mother in labor, sneezing for relief of a difficult labor, the use of wine.
In ancient times childbirth was considered risky, agonizing, and terrifying. Women were generally helped through this process by both mothers and midwives. They prayed and made offerings to Eileithyia, as well as to Artemis, patron of women's lifecycles, hoping that both mother and child would survive the process (Fig. 8) . Another beautiful example of Eileithyia we find on a small vase ca. 370 B.C.E. On a stool seated is Leto, the mother of Apollo and Artemis, and is shown while giving birth to her children, on the island of Delos. The experience of the labour is depicted on her face and she is holding on to a palm tree as a means to help herself. Before her is Athena and Eileithyia is behind her (Fig. 9) .
Artemis was also thought of as the first midwife in Greek mythology since, according to the myth, she was born before her brother Apollo and, witnessing her mother's painful labour, helped her deliver her son. Artemis was worshipped as the patron of childbirth and children. In an engraving of the 16 th century, Leto is depicted giving birth to her children on the island of Delos (Fig. 10) .
Greek myths are awashed with descriptions of labours of ancient heroes and gods.
Extraordinary medical cases such as extracorporeal fertilization, superfecundation, In ancient Greece, unlike modern times, giving birth was associated with miasma. In a marble votive relief fragment of the late 5 th century BCE, found at the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York, a goddess, a mother, a midwife and an infant are shown (Fig. 11) .
"To the left is a stone sculpture showing a woman who has just given birth and presumably prepares to nurse, her right breast exposed. The mantle that is draped over the new mother's head refers to the miasma, or state of pollution, that was believed to attend a woman following childbirth. The distress of the woman is clearly apparent as she slumps forward and grips the seat for support. A nurse stands behind her holding the newborn baby. The size of the figure in front of the mother indicates she is a goddess, most likely Eileithyia, goddess of childbirth, or Hygieia, goddess of good health, cleanliness, and sanitation. Thus, the relief may be a votive dedication" 25 .
The acceptance of the midwifery profession in ancient Greece is also noticeable through the examination of funerary steles, the best known of which is the stele of On the funerary stele the figure of Fanostrati is carved in relief and is surrounded by children (Fig. 12) . Driven from the fact that she is referred to as a doctor we can conclude that Fanostrati was a prominent citizen of the time enjoying respect and a high social status. (Fig. 13) . 
